THE PARODOS OF THE AGAMEMNON

In the long section of anapaests with which they make their entry, the old men
of Argos methodically deliver three essential messages to the audience:

40—71. It is the tenth year of the Trojan War.

72—82. We are men who were too old to go and fight in it.

83—103. Some new situation seems to be indicated by the fact that

Clytemnestra is organizing sacrifices throughout the town.
The righteousness of the Atreidai’s cause is asserted through the simile in 48 ff.
They are like vultures whose young have been stolen from the nest, and whose
cries are heard by some god, Apollo or Pan or Zeus, who sends eventual
punishment upon the transgressors. In the same way Zeus Xenios is sending the
Atreidai against Alexander. As the commentators point out, Aeschylus was
influenced by two Homeric vulture similes, Il. 16.428—9 oi §’ (o7’ aiyvmoc . . .
ueyaha kNaSovre pdxwvrar' and Od. 16.216—18 kAaiov 6¢ Aryéws,
adwotepov 7 T° olwvol, | piwar 7y alyvmiol yaupwvuxes, olol e Tékva | dypérat
étel\ovro mdpos meTenva yevéaba.

It seems to have gone unremarked that a third passage of earlier poetry was
also at work in his mind, and with more far-reaching effects on the development
of the parodos. I refer to the most famous poem of the most famous archaic
poet after Hesiod and Homer: that epode of Archilochus in which Lycambes was
admonished by means of the fable of the fox and the eagle.” The fox and the
eagle became friends, but then the eagle carried off the fox’s young to feed its
own. The fox appealed to Zeus (177):

& Zev, ndrep Zev, 00v uév ovpavol K pdros,
ov &8’ €py’ én’ avbpdmwy dpaus

Aewpya Kal Beutord, ol 5€ Onpicov
UBpis Te kaL 8k uéNeL.

This idea that Zeus concerns himself with the wrongs of animals is found only
here in early poetry. It contradicts Hesiod, for whom men are differentiated
from other creatures by having been given Dike by Zeus (Op. 276 ff.): birds
and beasts devour one another, and Zeus cares not a button. In Archilochus he
heeds the appeal, and the eagle is duly punished. It is natural to suppose that
this is the source of the bird-avenging god in Aeschylus, and the supposition is
confirmed by other points of contact, as will soon be seen.

It is the phrase uéyav éx Huuod kAdgovres "Apn in 47 that initially prompts
the comparison with vultures. The addition of Odyssey vultures to Iliad vultures
gives us stolen young as a parallel to the stolen Helen. Aeschylus’ next need is
to bring 1n the idea of the justice of Zeus that supports the Atreidai. In the
context of his bird image, this makes him think of the Archilochean fable. He
may already have it in mind when he writes of the bereaved birds wheeling over
their nest, mreptrywy éperuoiow épecaduevor (52), for Archilochus’ story ends

' I do not see the need to alter Aeschylus’ ? Frr. 172—81 in my edition, with the
uéyav to accord precisely with Homer’s testimonia; commentary in my Studies in
ueyda. Greek Elegy and Iambus, pp.132—4.
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with the burning of the eagle’s young in their nest, and the chagrined eagle away
on the wing, Aawympad kvk Awoas nrepd (181.11).

Having once thought of the fable, Aeschylus might have noticed that it had
other relevant features. It was told as a parallel to the situation of Archilochus
himself, who, like the Atreidai, had not in fact lost a child but a bride. The
Zeus who was involved was Zeus Xenios, for the original partnership, fvvewvin,
between the fox and the eagle was an essential feature of the fable (174),
paralleling Archilochus’ reproach to Lycambes because dpkov évoogiodns
péyav, | ahas 1€ katl Tpame§av (173). Further, the punishment visited upon the
eagle, the destruction of its nest by fire, might have struck Aeschylus by its
similarity to the consequence of Paris’ crime.

He refers to the vultures’ young as maides (50). Fraenkel writes ‘maic is not
used elsewhere of the young of beasts’. He is mistaken. It was used in Archilochus
fable, of the eagle’s young (179). In a fable animals are naturally described in
more human terms than elsewhere. Aeschylus had to replace the articulate
prayer of Archilochus’ fox by an oiwwrdfpoos yéos 6fvBdag, but he found the use
of maidec acceptable.’

The chorus returns to the departure of the Atreidai and their army in the
opening triad of the great cantata that follows the anapaests. The formulation of
the theme in 104, 66wov k pdTos aiowy avdpcov évteNéwv, puts in a nutshell the
main points of 40—62: the movement of the powerful force, the justice of the
cause, the royal authority of the two leaders. Once again the Atreidai appear as
a pair of mighty birds, only this time it is not a simile but a portent, interpreted
by Calchas. The motif of a portent appearing at the outset of the expedition
was not Aeschylus’ invention. In the Cypria, which must have been his main
source for the early part of the Trojan War, the army beheld at Aulis a snake
devouring a sparrow with eight chicks and then turning to stone. Calchas
interpreted this to mean that the Greeks would fight for nine years and be
victorious in the tenth.? This is Aeschylus’ starting-point, but he transforms
the portent. For the snake and the brood of sparrows he substitutes a pair of
eagles and a pregnant hare, a grander picture in itself,? and (more importantly)
one that relates directly to the Atreidai who are the focal figures in his
narrative. Calchas can no longer predict the exact length of the war, because
the victim’s young no longer have a definite number, but his prophecy in the
epic was obviously the model for

’

xpovewt uév aypet Mpiduov mé\w &de k énevfos.*

Aeschylus might have chosen eagles to represent the Atreidai even if he had
not compared them to birds of prey in 49 ff., but since he had, we cannot expect
to find his mind free from the associations of the earlier passage. In fact the

! Further examples of maic of an 12.219 ff., Od. 15.160 f., 525 ff.,
animal’s young may be found in a poet 20.242 f.
particularly given to describing the animal 4 126. In the line before read repatwv,
world in human terms, Oppian (Hal. 5.556, not repdtfwv. There can be no justification
558, 570, etc.). for a long alpha. Few editors seem to have
? Proclus’ summary + Apollod. epit. a firm grasp on the principles of word
3.15. The episode was traditional, and formation. Why, for example, do they
already familiar to the poet of the lliad change sopvmdATov in 116 to soptmdATov,
(2.308 ff.). which could only mean ‘shaking/shaken

3 Homeric models: II. 8.247 f., by spear’?
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echoes of Archilochus continue. We have actually moved closer to the fable, for
we now have eagles who have seized a weak four-footed creature for their meal.
That is not all. Porphyry on Il. 24.315 tells us that Archilochus referred to the
black eagle in the line (178)

M1} TEO UENQUTLYOV TUXMLS.

According to Tzetzes on Lyc. 91 he knew the white-rumped myapyos as well,
though this may just be an inference from the reference to the ueAdumnvyos. It
would be a valid enough inference. Archilochus clearly did know the distinction
between the two varieties of eagle, and the line quoted implies the distinction in
respect of ferocity as well as mere colouring. It is a dimeter, and therefore from
an epode, and it is highly probable that it came from the epode about the fox
and the eagle. The fox was probably warning the miscreant eagle that he might
encounter one stronger than himself.! That was the only place in archaic poetry,
so far as we know, where the black- and the white-rumped eagle were con-
trasted;? and Aeschylus applies just this contrast to the eagles of his portent, to
symbolize the difference in ferocity between the two sons of Atreus.

Some time after taking the fox’s cubs, Archilochus’ eagle seized a piece of
another animal from a burning altar,® and, bringing it back to the eyrie,

mPoUINK € TaLal SELTYOY ainvés Pépwy

(179). We have noted that the word mato( is abnormal in the animal world. The
same is true of Setmvov. In Homer it is used only of humans’ meals.* The
extension to animals begins in fable: besides Archilochus, Hesiod has it in his
story of the hawk and the nightingale (Op. 209). In Suppl. 800 f. Aeschylus
had written

KvoWw 8’ émeld’ ENwpa Kamxwplow
bpvia Setmvov oUK avalvoual méNew.

This appears to be inspired by Il. 1.5 in the version later read by Zenodotus. But
when in Ag. 137 he writes oTvyet 8¢ Seimvov aieTwv, this looks like another echo
of Archilochus.

In the Cypria Calchas’ interpretation of the portent referred only to the
duration and outcome of the war. No question of Artemis’ hostility arose till
much later, after the Greeks had sacked Teuthrania under the curious misappre-
hension that it was Troy and returned to Aulis to start again. Then Agamemnon
killed a stag and boasted that not even Artemis could have done it so well.®
She was angry, and prevented the ships from sailing. Calchas announced that
she required the sacrifice of Agamemnon'’s fairest daughter, and it was carried
out. Aeschylus masterfully concentrates and unifies this rambling story,
eliminating the Mysian excursion and Agamemnon’s insult towards Artemis, so

! Studies, p.133. éAwpia Tebxe KVveaaw)|olwrolial Te
2 uelavépaov has been conjectured in satra. Aristarchus rejected it on the
Il. 21.252. See Fraenkel on Ag. 115. ground that éni udvwv dvbprmwr saira
3 In the Aesopic version of the fable Aévet & monTNg, €ml 6€ Onplwv oLKETL.
it is a goat. We do not know whether it * A typical epic motif. Compare the
was a goat in Archilochus. boasts of Thamyris and Niobe, II. 2.597
4 Likewise 8als, unless Zenodotus’ and 24.607 f.

reading in Il. 1.5 is right, (alrov¢ 6¢
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that the dmAowa which necessitates the sacrifice of Iphigeneia becomes an
arbitrary imposition from the gods, already foreshadowed in the seer’s first
prophecy. The new reason for Artemis’ displeasure is that ‘she abhors the
eagles’ meal’, because the hare was about to give birth. In the interests of
compression Aeschylus has seized upon the first thing that could be repre-
sented as angering the goddess. Yet it would hardly have occurred to him to
put this construction on the killing of a hare by a pair of eagles if his mind had
not already been engaged by Archilochus’ fable with its theme of divine
vengeance for a wronged animal. In 55 f. he had envisaged the possibility of
other gods besides Zeus exercising this protection: Apollo, perhaps, or Pan.

So here in the portent was a ready-made mpogaots for Artemis’ anger.
Logically she ought to vent it on the eagles, not on Agamemnon, whose
record of conduct towards pregnant animals is spotless. But her opposition to

him is an immutable feature of the story, and has to follow whatever reason
Aeschylus chooses to give for her displeasure. It cannot follow logically if he
chooses to avoid attributing a definite fault to Agamemnon. Still, we are
justified in asking whether the business of Artemis and the hare does not have
some deeper significance in relation to Agamemnon’s whole destiny. Aeschylus
sees Agamemnon’s murder as fitting into the general pattern of events, so as

to be just from one viewpoint or another, in three separate ways:

1. It balances his killing of Iphigeneia. This is primarily Clytemnestra’s
excuse (1412 ff., 1432 ., 1523 ff.): other people do not admit that it
justifies her action, though the connection between the two deaths is
recognized by Calchas (154 £.)! and by the chorus (1559 ff.).2

2. It balances Atreus’ killing of Thyestes’ children. This is primarily
Aegisthus’ excuse, he being Thyestes’ surviving son (1223 ff., cf. 1338 ff.;
1582 ff.); Clytemnestra also claims to be regarded as the incarnation of the
al\aoTwp concerned with that event (1497 ff.). Thyestes pronounced a curse
upon the Pleisthenid family (1600—2), so that Agamemnon’s death by violence
was bound to follow. Aeschylus also, with the coming death of Aegisthus in
mind, speaks of the a{uwv of the house of Tantalus who ordains a continuing
series of murders (1468 ff., cf. 1186 ff., 1507 ff.; 1565 ff., where Iphigeneia is
included in the series; Cho. 1065 ff. where she is not). The justice of the
‘blood for blood’ principle is recognized by the choruses in Ag. 1562—4, Cho.
306—14, 400—4; in the Choephoroe, of course, it favours the hero.

3. It balances Agamemnon’s abnormal prosperity and success in taking Troy.
The chorus hint at this by their remarks on the temporary nature of all victory
except Zeus’ in 167—75,% and more definitely by their reflections in 456—74
and 1331—42. Cassandra hints at it in 1286—8. Above all the ‘carpet scene’
serves to put Agamemnon on the wrong side of the line dividing enough from
excess.

Of these three considerations, Aeschylus has more sympathy with the
second than with the first,* but he needs the third too to satisfy his own sense

! The audience could not but think of lines a reference to Uranos and Kronos. How
Clytemnestra when he spoke of the can it be said of Uranos that he will cease to
sacrifice as vewéwv TékTova avupuTov od be spoken of (if o06¢ Aékerar is the right
Setonvopa, and of an oikovduoc SoAia, reading)?

Mrapwy MAvic Texvémoivos. 4 He does not deny that the sacrifice of

2 Elsewhere Clytemnestra is represented  Iphigeneia was an unholy act, but he does
as paying Agamemnon back for his attention all he can to persuade us that Agamemnon
to Cassandra (1263, 1438 ff.). had no alternative and did it much against

3 Iregard it as mistaken to see in these his will.
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of divine justice. Agamemnon’s overthrow is acceptable in the end not because
of Atreus or Iphigeneia but because he has enjoyed triumph and exulted in
magnificence.

If Artemis’ ¢00voc in the eagle portent (134) symbolizes anything of
universal meaning, it is surely this. The powerful naturally crush the weak, and
the Atreidai will sack Troy; but the weak have their divine protectors, the gods
in time redress the balance and exact a price. Such was the lesson of the
Archilochean fable that lay below the portent in Aeschylus’ mind. And such is
the burden of the so-called hymn to Zeus which interrupts the narrative in
160—83. All greatness is brought low. He that was once mighty and warlike will
be forgotten. He that succeeded him is overthrown in his turn. The only
permanent winner is Zeus, with his truth that men never learn until it is too
late, until they have transgressed and suffered. By his rough, unpredictable
instruction they grow wiser perforce. But how can they love gods who govern
SO harshly?l—(184) And harsh it was for Agamemnon, when the winds
prevented sailing and Calchas told him what he had to do: he found himself
riven by a choice of monstrous evils.

Aeschylus does not make him blame the gods in so many words, but he
does make a point of saying that he did not blame Calchas: 186 udvTw olrwa
Yéywv. Here again Aeschylus has the Cypria in mind and is changing the story.
For we may take it as certain that Calchas’ exposition of the cause and cure of
Artemis’ anger in that epic—in any epic—was followed by a speech from
Agamemnon similar in tone to /. 1.106 f.,

MAVTL KaK cov, 0D T TOTé oL TO K pTryvov elmas
alel ToL TG KAK'" €0TL piNa ppeoat uavteveahar.

Homer is no doubt alluding to the episode at Aulis; less than forty lines before,
he has introduced Calchas as the seer who vieao’ Hynoar’ "Axawov "Thov eiow |
fw 6ud pavroobvny (71 £.), and in Book 2 he will not only recall the portent of
the snake and sparrows but adapt the catalogue of the Greek armada as it
assembled at Aulis to the Trojan setting. Clearly the ‘Axatwwv ouA\oyos was
part of his repertory, and in reciting it he would have represented Agamemnon
as reacting to Calchas’ prescription in much the same way as in Iliad 1. The
Cypria was the work of a later poet, but the episode cannot have been related
very differently in it. Possibly Aeschylus’ moving words in 202—4, ¢&oTe x6dva
BaxTpots émk povoavtas ‘ATpeidas Sakpv un karagyetv, reflect something in
the epic account. Lines like 1l. 1.245, co¢ ¢pdro [Inkeldns, moti 8¢ oknnTPOY
BaXe yaimt, and 357 ¢ ¢pdTo Sak pv xéwv, illustrate the means available to the
epic poet.

But to return to Archilochus’ epode. Had it come down to us complete, we
might be able to find yet more echoes of it in the parodos of the Agamemnon.
Even as it is, the recognition of this influence throws an unexpected light on
the awesome workshop of Aeschylus’ mind. Such striking ideas as the god
hearing the vultures’ complaint, the diverse colouring of the two eagles who
stand for the Atreidai, and Artemis’ avenging of the hare, are traced to their
source, without discredit to Aeschylus’ originality when we consider the

! The text as given by M and V, with JHS 94 (1974), 100 ff. I am not persuaded
interrogative mod and adverbial pialws, is by the counter-arguments of N. B. Booth
successfully vindicated by M. H. Pope in in CQ N.S. 26 (1976), 220 ff.
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new significance he has given to his borrowings in the organic structure of his
poem. The continuing productiveness of the fable over nearly a hundred lines
of the play brings home to us once more the scale, depth, and integrity of
Aeschylus’ thought.

Bedford College, London M. L. WEST
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